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PNE I have been sayinngublicly\for the past two or three years that if
s V4
:53 the computer is ever going to “be a serious psrt of the English curriculum
. =
Cie hés to do more than drill students in verb for&s and spelling rulesE
¢ . \) .
o I have said we neéd progﬁzms that help with the writing process. Some *
D
-' such programs already exist, such as Hugh Burns' pre—writing program At
-
the Air Force Ac&demy, Rlchard Lanham 5 editor at ‘UCLA and others I / *
Vi . . ) [ . X
summarized in a recent article in College Enolish . !
e ¢ "o “ . ! T ‘ *
. °Sooner or later I knew I was going to have to dive in and try t> write
i sqph a program myself, which of course 'is much less fun than. critiquing.othev
]eople 8 programs, but it couldn t be put off'forever. Whﬁt I would like tol
describe briefly is my attempt at creating a writing progran, ‘my beginnings,
. my orientation, my progress, and, where candor can't be_avoided, my problems
' with the' program. . " et
o . _
My writing program actually began in the fall of 1980. 'I had taken a
s : ¢ ' ) : -
; year's leave of qbsence to study computer progranming'at UﬁFMadison; and
T tried to put something together as‘a project in one of my graduace courses.,
- I picked a language (SNOBOL) wh/;h handled words ("strinos" in computerese)
“a well ‘and tried to write a program wﬁqrh would psk a person questions, » ¥




v For example, the program asked the user to pick a subject compare

it to another subject, state what caused it to be the way it was, how

&

it had changed over time, etec., and then used transitions and a simple
] D . :
templagg{to create either a compare/contrast, cause/effect, or one of -

- " ‘several other type dssays. ’ \ P

‘The Qrogram worked, but the essays were stilted and pretty undeveloped.
, .
Clearly I ‘didn't have a way yet to automatically write four or five New -

Yorker articles a minute., °

":\When I gdt_back from my leave I left behind large computers and SNOBOL

S 4

. A .
- and decided to keep working using BASIC and an Apple II micro. I%also
decided what I didn't want was a "magic box" that wrote essays for students, '

but a Pprogram that led chem through a ' writing exercise, gave them some
sample cutput, and erplained fully how the program had done w?at it had ‘ j‘

3

T Tt

done.- !

The result is a program in five parts. ¥

The first part is a list generator. I don't know about you, but my
freshman writers tend to make two writing~errors right off the top. First ‘-
they write about the first subject that comes to mind, even when just a

few minutes thought would have brought them a better subject, \Secondly

they rarely narrow a- subject down to 2 point where it can be adequately
/-I A
dealt with in under 5 million words. If I had a dime for every 'student '

who decided toApick such subjects ds "collegeb" "writer," and "part-time i \
. . - . J

jobs,” I would never have to f1§ tourist again.

N - . “
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As a result " -made sure the program started by doing what all of

-

usg do 'in our classes - get students to consider a number _of _subjects,
e (
“and select one that is reasonably defined The method the program uses
\
is to have students list ten possible subjects, select one, list ten

related sub}bcts, select one, and\then select a- single approach: to “that

Subject. This doesn t insure a suitable subject but it at least gives

- [

stpdents one prOCedur%rfof finding a suitable subject.

The segond pq;t‘of'the program asks for information about thd chosen

subject. Below is an examble of hoy that'questioning proceeds:

4

v

" .GOOD. HOW LET'S TAKE A, CLbSER LOOK AT COLLEGE ‘ENGLISH TEACHERS.
* TO BEGIN WITH, WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING AREAS, WOULD TELL ME THE

MOST ABOUT COLLEuE ENGLISH TEACHERS
t

1 ... HISTORY ° - o :
’ .. f / ) ) b e
3 +.. APPEARANCE c '
o \ !
; i
3'-..0 CAUSES \‘\,

'(j +so JOB OR FUNCTION

TYPE IN THE NUMGER OF THE APPROACH THAT WOULD'TELL ME THE MOST‘
ABOUT YOUR SUBJECT,.AND THEN HIT RETURN

: D/ R

74 i

N
SO THE JOB OR FUNCTION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS IS THE MOST -
TMPORTANT PART QF COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS?

THAT'S PROBABLY TRUE, BUT CAN YOU PROVE IT TO ME? WHY NOT TRY.
I'M INTERESTED, AND BESIDES, IT WILL- GIVE YOU A CHANCE TO THINK
THROUGH YOUR OPINIONS. I'M Qpl\c “TO -PUFf THREE NUMBERS ON THE
SCREEN. AFTER EACH ONE TYPE IN A COMPLEXE SENTENCE THAT PROVES
THAT THE JOB §R,FUNCTION XS THE MOST IMPORTANT PART OF COLLEGE
ENGLISH TEACHERS < 4 _ .




1...? THEY PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN MODERN SOCIETY.

2...2 THEIR JOB IS CURRENTLY CHANGING.

3

.3.. .? NO ONE CARES MUCH WHAT THEY DO(AWAY FROM THE JOB.
\ .

. . N
’ - v

As you can see, the subject chosen was college English teachers.
* The duthor (you can guess who that was) chose job or function as the

.best approach to the subject The next little.routine both queried

[

the author and gathered enough data to supply an introductory para—

graph’ 1ater. * ‘ -

v Y

; -4 ’ : B ) ‘ | 14
Now the job or function of the program wa% to create a list of

;/3obs. I chose to go for six here but any number would work. My
(

students, however, genera.lly run out of stea:n after three or four.
In any case once we have a list of.theSe jobs we can use the most

important as topic sentences in the final essay. ) .

Here are the respouses'from this author:

- - -~
“ B

IF I GAVE YOU 6 NUMBERS ON THE' SCREEN, COULD YOU “WRITE
A COMPLETE SENTENCE AFTER EACH OVE'DESCRIBIVG A JOB OR 7
FUNQSION OF COLLECE ENGLISH TEACHERS? .

o a
¥ o.
. P .

PLEASE TRY. REMEMBER TO PRESS RETURN AFTER FACH SENTENCE.
1...? THEY,, GRADE MOUNTAINS OF PABERS. . ’

2...7 THEY TRY TO GET STUDENTS TO APPRECIAIE WHAk\HRITING
REALLY IS

3...2 THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PREPARE STUDENTS. FOR ALL THE .
TYPES QF WRITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS “OF CCLLEGE,

4...? THEY GO TO REALLY DULL DEBARTWENT MEETINGS.

-

5...7 THEY READ PROFESSIONAL JOURNALS. -

6...7? IN ODD MOMENTS THEY MAY ACTUALLY GET TO'DO SOME WRITING
THEMSELVES; - + "

-3




willbethe ones fully developed into paragraphs. Three was my

s Now‘the_author has another choice, 1Is fhis to be a descfiptive

or argumentative essay (the only two possibilities programmed so far).
Y-

The choice will determine the next set' of questions,

NOW LET ME GIVE YOU ANOIHER CHOICE. YOU JUST WANT TO
DESCRIBE THIS A JOB OR FUNETION OFAﬁQBZ ENGLISH TEACHERS?
OR DO YOU WANT TO PROVE _HOW IMPORT S’ TYPE IN EITHER
'ARGUE' OR 'DESCRIBEf AND HIT RETURN,

?DESCRIBE ' : , ' oo

GOOD. LETIS TRY A bESCRIPTIVE ESSAY. TO BEGIN WITH INPUT
THE NUMBER OF THE .THREE -MOST IMPORTANT STATEMENTS BELOW.
,(REMEMBER TO HIT RETURN AFTER EACH NUMBER.) ~ -

i ’ L]

1...THEY cRADE.MOﬁNTAINS_OF PAPERS. -~ S

2,..THEY TRY TO GET STUDENTS TO APPRECIA#E WHAT WRITING
ALLY IS . \ 0

. A
3...THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO. PREPARE STUDENTS FOR -ALL THE
TYPES OF WRITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS Qﬁ COLLEGE.
. ! Y

. &4...THEY GO TO REALLY DULL DEPARTMENT MEETINGS.

LY

5...THEY READ PROFESSIOVAL JOURNALS

*

6...IN ODD MOHENT$~THEY MAY ACTUALLY GET TQ DO SOhu WRIIIVG
THEMSELVES :

>

Having determined that this will be a descriptivz essay the

program tries: to flnd the three most importan(/Jobs because these

¢

choice to mirror the standard five paragraph essay. Two or Twelve

could probably be justified just as easily.

-

Having selected the three, the next job of the program is to

elicit information about eachi,job., This information will become

O
9




L e ';‘ ,' - \\ ~ ’.t.
the body of the pardgraph. . -, - o

N

Here is the questioning for the first paragraph.

. i . .

g v

LET'S START WITH THE FIRST MAJOR A JOB OR FUNCTION.OF
COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS. YOU SAID IT WAS THEY GRADE
MOUNTAINS, OF PAPERS. . 0 |
-
I'M GOING TO GIVE YOU SPACE FOR SIX DESCRIPTIVE SENTENCES. :
I'D LIKE YOU TO TYPE IN AS MANY SENTENCES AS YOU CAN, . . !
- DESCRIBING THIS A JOB OR FUNCTION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH ,
. TEACHERS. | | , Lo

. BE SURE TO HIT RETURN AT THE END OF EACH SENTENCE. IF g
YOU CAN'T THINK OF SIX SENTENCES JUST HIT RETURN EACH ¥
TIME I PRINT OUT A NUMBER. v, , €§~

S -1...7 IN A-SINGLE SEMESTER THEY MAY HAVE TO GRADE SIX TO

TEN SETS OF Es;AYs FOR EACH CLASS. \ -

Sr

2,.:7 THET\%?Y ALSO BAVE TO LOOK THRopcﬁﬂEFﬁnRAL REVISqus .

FOR EACH ESSAY. | .

3.,,? THEY HAVE TO QEAD THE ESSAY FOR LOGIC CONTENT, GBAMMAR Eé
T .- AND SPELLING AND RHETORICAL EFFECT. '

4...7 THEIR RESPONSES TO STUDENTS HAVE TO BE CLEAR AND
ENCOURAGING YET NOT OVERLY ENCBURAGING. .
\ . e . PR
5...2? SINCE THEY MAY HAVE THREE-OR FOUR CLASSES EACH SEMESTER
THEY MAY HAVE 80 THEMES TO GRADE EVERY WEEKEND. .
R \ .

"6...? ALL THIS EFFORT GOES UNNOTICED.
. @ ) ’ . *
Thig questioning 1s repeated for each of the other/two selected

4

paragraphs. Finally the questioning is done.

Having completed this part, the program moves on to its third
\‘ e . -

-

function, a series of routinf% which order all the inputted dﬁta,

-~

combine it with some tran;z#ions and create a complet gsay. This
very quickly and is totally unseen by.

part of the pregram happe

" the student.




The fourth section;of(the program outputs the essay just

:Q . A Y 2
generated. It can do it“in one of three forms. In the first form
1

Athe essay is displayed on the screen one paragraph’ at‘a time. The ;

14

‘second method prints the essay out on a*printer so the student gets

a copy. Presumably this copy would be shown to a teacher for

: suggestions on furthprvdevelopment. A third method of output is to

4 ro

" a floppy disk. This serves two functigns - it gives.permanent

w -

stdrage to the electronic eqiivalent of the essay, and secondly, it

makes 1t aeoessible Ep a word processor so it can quickly and easily

“

A

be modified by the student. . .
S - _ : .

\

(o “

In case you re curious, by thg way, here s the printed version

of the éssay we looked at earlier: ’
: -~

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING TO KFOW ABOUT COLLEGE ENGLISH
TEACHERS IS THEIR JOB OR FUNCTION. THIS IS BECAUSE “THEY
PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN MODERN SOCIETY. FURTH RMORE, THEIR
JOB IS CURREQFLY CHANGING, . BESIDES WHICH, NO ONE CARLS
MUCH WHAT THEY DO AWAY FROM THE JOB.

THE FIRST MAJOR JoB OR FUNCTION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS
IS THEY GRADE MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS. 1IN A SIhCLE SEMESTER
THEY MAY HAVE TO GRADE SIX TO TEN "SETS OF ESSAYS FOR EACH
CLASS. THEY MAY ALSO" HAVE IO C0OOK THROUGH SEVERAL REVISIONS
FOR EACH ESSAY. THEY HAVE TO READ THE ESSAY 'FOR LOGIC,
CONTENT, GRAMMAR AND SPELLING ERRORg AND RHETCRICAL LFFECT
THEIR RESPONSES TO STUDENTS HAVE TO BE CLEAR AND ERCOURAGING
YET ROT OVERLY ENCOURAGING. SINCE THEY MAY I'AVE THREE OR
FOUR CLASSES EACH SEMESTER THEY MAY HAVE 80 ESSAYS TO GRADE
¢ EVERY WEEKEND. ALL THIS EFFORT GOES UNNOTICED.

_ANOTHER IMPORTANT JOB OR FUNCTION OF COLLEGE “NGLISH TEACHERS

: IS THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PREPARE STUDENTS FOR ALL THE

® TYPES OF WXITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS OF COLLEGE,
STUDENTS IN DIFFERENT MAfJORS HAVE DIFFERENT WRITING REQUIRE-
MENTS. SOME HAVE TO DO TECHNiCAL WRITING WHILE SOME NEED
MORE CREATIVE OR DESCRIPTIVE SKILLS. THIS MEANS THAT
-ENGLISH TEACHERS CAN EITHER GIVE A- VERY GEWERAL INTROBUCTION
TO WRITING CR RESPOND WITH ‘A SERIES OF SPECIFIC ASSIGNMENTS
FOR EACH AREA, . o - '

QU

V\, { “fg‘




" each of the major ideas with detail. Even in its current limited,

- state it. beats the average essay I receive the first few weeks of

. THE LAST MAJOR JOB OR FU*CTTON OF COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACEERS
: IS THEY TRY TO GET STUDENTS TO APPRECIATE AHAT WRITING | y
REALLY ,JS. STUDENTS OFTEN COHE TO COLLECE ASSUMING THAT '

- ACADEMIC WRITING IS THE AVOIDANCE OF SPELLTNG AND GRAMMAR . o
ERRORS. THE IDEA OF PLAYING WITH STYLE OR WITH ‘HE CONTENT ‘ .
OF AN ESSAY IS FOREIGN TO THEM. THERE IS ALSO THE COMMON E \

" MISCONCEPTION THAT WRITING A .SINGLE. VERSION OF AN ESSAY IS : o,

ALL THAT IS NEEDED. ‘THEY GENERALLY ALSO°HAVE* } NO CLEAR IDEA
OF THE EFFECT OF AUDIE‘\IC:. ON.ESSAY- CONTENT. = MOST IH}?ORTA_NTLY
‘THEY SEE WRITING AS A CHORE DIVCRCED FROM EFFECT. FOR THEM
WRITING IS NOT A TOOL TO MOVE AUDIENCES OR A MEANS OF CLARIFYII'G
THEIR OWN IDEAS. ' . ,
. . < o 4 , .
B ‘ . ’ . /
e ‘ 3 " .
As you can see, there is still a good deal of work needed on B v

this ‘essay, but it does organizé the ideas cohérently and supports
, : ' 7

¥

the semester. s
, .

. . " . - . . ) . b

Following this the program goes into its last section - an *
explanation of how and why it did what it dfd. Below is the. explana-
tion supplied for. our example esséy: N

"WHAT . DO YOU THINK OF‘\T\HE ESSAY? :.WOULD YOU LIKE OH.E TO -, ' -

SHOW YOU HOW I DID IT? 4 - _ '

oo ~ . . - ‘ ’
JIF 70U THINX BACK TO SONE OF THE QUEmTIONS I ASYED You,
) YOU MAY BE ABLE TO SEE THAT 'l/'HERE ARE RFALLY THREE STT'PS ¢
I USED TO CREATE THE ESSAY. v »

Rehana. -2

FIRST I TRIED TO GET YOU TO LIMIT YOUR SUBJECT. THAT WAS
IMPORTANT BECAUSE MORE SPECIFIC suancrs ALMOST ALWAYS
MAKE BETTER  ESSAY SUBJECTS ¢

. YOUR FIRST SUBJECT HAS COLLEGE BUT THEN YOU MRROWED ITe
0 COLLEGE E\’GLI"H TEACHERS. _ o 1 s

. : n

P Y 3

)

+ NOW THAT YOU LOOIS BACK AT IT, MAYBE YOU CAN THINK OF AN
_EVEN BETTER SUBJECT TO TRY ‘IEXT TIME., BE- SURE IT TOO IS o
. AS SPECIFIC AS POSSIBLE' : : ‘ ' ot o !

°




- . : - ©
% - L . c : : ~

DO YQU REMEMBER WHAT MY NEXT STEP WAS? I ASKED YOU To
PICK/OUT THE BEST WAY TO DESCRIBE YOUR SUBJECT.- YOU j
SAID IT WAS JOB OR FUNCTION. ., -+ : t\J f‘

- - THIS WAS ANOTHER WAx TO GET YOU TO FOCUS ON YOUR SUBJEGT
' THIS TIME YOU FOCUSED ON AN APPROACH.- IF YOU THINK ABOUT
, - IT YOU PROBABLY COULD USE ANY OF THE APPROACHES I LISTED,
" . BUT BY PICKING JUST ONE.YOU MADE YOUR ESSAY MORE SPECIFIC.
~ THE REST WAS EASY. FIRST I ASKED YOU TO LIST OUT SOME f\.
. » FEATUPES OR EVENTS THAT DETAILED YOUR APPROACH. THE LIST ~ .
o WAS JUST.TO GET" YOU THIWKING ABOUT POSSIBILITIES. WAR .

. TOO OFTEN WRITERS START WRITING WITHOUT THINRING THE ‘f;r

ot X o 1

. LIST GIVES YOU SOME OPTICNS TO THINK ABOUT. L

- DO YOU REMEMBER WHAT. '::oua‘ LIST wAS? HERE IT IS AGAIN.
. 1. THEY GRADE MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS. '
— 2. THEY TRY TO GET SIUDFNTS 'TO APPRECIATE WHAT WRITING
‘ : REALLY. IS.
3. THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTFR TO PRFFARE STUDFNTS FOR ALL
° s " ‘THE TYPES OF WRITING THLY WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS OF -
S . COLLEGE. - * - . .
<. = #. THEY GO TC REALLY DULL DEPA,TMENT MEETINGS. o
' ‘5. THEY READ PROFESSIONAL JOURNALS, - ot
N . 6. 1IN ODD MOMENTS THEY MAY ACTUALLY GET TO DO SOME
: *  WRITING THEMSELVES. ° ° ~

o

OF THOSE CHOICES YOU PICKLD THESE: -
~ THEY GRADE, MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS.

THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PREPARE STUDENTS FOR ALL THE
TYPES OF WRITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR .YEARS OF COLLEGE.
3 A
. THEY TRY TO GET sTUDEVTs TO APP?ECIATE WHAT WRITING REALLY IS

" ONCE YOU HAD DECIDEL WHICH OF. THE szrurns WERE MoST IN?ORTANT .
1 USED THOSE FEATURES TO MAKE PAFAGRAPHS .FOR' THE ESSAY. I , -
STARTED WITH YOUR FEATURE SENTENCE, MADE 'IT THE TOPIC SENTENCE
OF A PARAGRAPH, AND THEW ASKED FOR MORE SENTENCES DESCRIBING .
THE FEATURE. THOSE SENTENCES BECAME THE BODY OF " THE PARAGRAPH.
ALL I ADDED WAS AN OCCASIOVAL TRANSITIONAL PHRASE TO covuncr S
P THB~SEV”ENCES. ¢ ' . . v

- a

L3

S This eﬁplanatidn shculd-help the student better understand the
. : . - hd .

approach used so he/she could yse it withght,the computer. It 1is
. t ’

. - .
v ' . -

-

-

‘
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~through a yritlng exercise. It is only one form of / uriting -and

My gzanuchildren will quiékly t1re of the story (and all the enbelllsn~

‘ments I sneak in over the years) -1 just don t want to be onz of the

13

. T, ' - . . ° y
also one of my personal goels to keep computers in general from /|
N ‘ ) by ._' . ) \ '- N L
being séen as twentieth century "magic."  What they do is fully

understandable by the averige person, and everf effort shoyld be | .,
’ ¢ - , «

made to help the‘average,person understand. L e

» ‘ T C, ‘ ' o

v i ' M
So there you have' it -a five step prooram that leads a student

\
totally ignores any editlng, other than putting ‘the essay on- a djak .

so edlting can be done by a word processor.or oge of sevcral specific

‘ /
editing programs beginning to emerge. The .program isn't perfect from
either'a.pedagogioel‘or programming perspective,'but'it does work. A

Y
version-is up and running and has been tried uy sone of my students,

i
'’y

and a more fully developed version 1is being written with support from

9

the Apple Education Voun;}tion. . o . ¥
- o . | -
- My hopes for the program are twofold. First, I would like it to

- [ LY
attract enough intelest so that when someone mentions using ccmputers

in English classes, ot everyone in the room automatically thinks of

¢ v

grammar drills. "Secondlyj I d-liLe the program to auickly‘be&ome : "

“archaic. It pleasés de to Imagine that in five or tcn years, or muybe

«

' even one or two ears man rograms will be arouﬁd tqo hel students
y » y P &) P

and helpful than mine. I will, of course, .

' take immense pr1de in be ng one of the first to‘brovrem in thlu area.

F 4

last. I think we have an, immense opporturity here and hope we don \t

ignore it

‘ R @ o 11




